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Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor…then come, follow me.” (Mark 10:21)
 
After we hear this text read in church, we probably stumble and stammer when we say, “Thanks be to God.” Some may say, “Thanks for this? I think not!” We may wish Jesus hadn’t said it. This is a tough passage for which it is difficult to be thankful.
 
The story invites us to struggle with the dilemma: Is it possible to be wealthy and Christian at the same time? You may notice from the gospel stories that Jesus is working with the 95-98 percent of the people who are poor—farmers, fishermen, the poor, the sick, the lower class of society. All the disciples were poor. When Third World people (some with an annual income of $300. to 500.) read this passage, they read it with very different understandings that we affluent Americans. We come to this text as people of privilege and wealth. How can we ever understand what Jesus is saying?
 
This morning, we have a great irony before us. We have a minister, who has not obeyed this text, preaching about it to a congregation where, as far as I know, there is not a single Christian who has obeyed it either. Some of us may have simplified our lives in drastic ways. Some of us may be giving more than 10 percent of our income to the church’s ministry. But have any of us sold all we have and given it to the poor?
 
By the world’s standards, we are all rich. 
So, is it possible to be rich and follow Jesus? Is it possible to be wealthy and Christian? Jesus said, “It’s about as difficult as driving a Cadillac through a revolving door.” (Frederick Buechner) It’s about as difficult as “a camel going through the eye of a needle.” This is Jesus’ humor. It’s hyperbole, saying that we cannot be wealthy and Christian without a lot of struggle!
 
This past week in our Tuesday Bible study, we read this passage and asked the members of the group to name how they felt after hearing it. We heard words like “conflicted, guilty, sad, and challenged.” When most of us are wealthy, we easily hear this passage as an indictment, a word of judgment.
 
But we can also resist the indictment by saying, “This story is written for somebody else, not me!”
 
In the first church I served, when I would preach a sermon, I had one gentleman who would come to the door and always say the same thing: “Preacher, if they’d a-been here today, you’d a told ‘em.” One of the ways we can squirm away from this story is by saying that it must have been addressed to somebody else---maybe Bill Gates or Donald Trump, but certainly not to anyone in this room. “If they’d a-been here, you’d a-told ‘em.”
 
The story says that the man was rich. Matthew says he was young and Luke says he was a “ruler.” So by merging the three stories we get “rich young ruler.” That title can also help us resist and dodge the message. We could easily say, “I’m not young. I’m not rich. And I’m surely not a ruler.” This story is obviously meant for millionaires—CEOs of big corporations, important government leaders, senators, congress people, Presidents. 
But this story is not for us regular folks; it’s for those “other people,” those Jaguar-Porsche-Mercedes people on the other side of town.
 
But lest we get too self-righteous and judgmental toward “those rich people,” let’s see what the story is saying to all of us.
 
Here is a rich man rushing up to Jesus. We might think that he is a typical stereotype of the spoiled rich kid. Is he a self-indulgent, isolated, uncaring person? Before we cast too many aspersions on him, let’s speak a word on his behalf. It may be that this rich man has been given a bad rap for thousands of years. I hope we can appreciate his commendable qualities. 
He was a “ruler,” which meant he was a good community leader. He was a respectable person, concerned about his standing with God. 
 
He sounds a lot like any good churchgoer. We also know that he had earned his wealth honestly; as far as we know, he has not gotten rich by theft or perjury or fraud. He has done no wrong; he has kept all the commandments. He is a good citizen. And he is an admirer of Jesus. It may seem odd that he was a well-to-do person rushing up to a penniless street preacher. But he came running to Jesus, full of excitement. He was a good person. But as we asked in our study group this week, “Is it enough to be good?”
 
The young man asks Jesus a crucial question: “What must I do to inherit eternal life?” The question is full of contradictions, since we know we can’t do anything to receive God’s favor. And---by using the word “inherit,” he must have been thinking in landowner terms. He assumes that salvation is something he can inherit---the same way he might inherit a big farm or a chunk of money. He clearly does not understand the grace of God. He thinks he can earn or inherit God’s favor. If he heard a reading of God’s will (last will and testament), he wanted to know how much he was inheriting.
 
It’s important to remember that in Jesus’ day, anyone who was rich was viewed as being blessed by God. Wealth was a sign of God’s favor. If you had a lot of money and land, you had obviously received a reward from God for your good behavior. (And we often think the same way today!) But in this story Jesus is saying that the rich have no advantage before God.
 
“Then who can be saved?” the disciples ask. 
It’s an understandable question. If the rich, who have all the external signs of God’s favor, can’t be saved, then God, please tell us who can be saved. Who will have eternal life?
 
We spent some time this week sorting out what is the definition of “eternal life.” Someone quickly said, “It’s communion with God.” And we turned to John 17:3 where the writer says, “And this is eternal life, that we may know the only true God and Jesus Christ, whom God has sent.” (KJV) Eternal life is God’s gift—fullness of life, forgiveness, healing, hope, joy, and the community of faith---not merely in the hereafter, but in the herenow.
 
Throughout his ministry Jesus is modeling for us the inclusiveness of God’s grace. It is clear in this story that Jesus is offering grace for all people, poor and rich. He looked at the rich man, and “he loved him.” It’s a tender statement. He is not judging the rich man as inferior or less than others. He loved him. But then he asks the crucial question:
 
Then go, sell what you have, give to the poor, come and follow me. Note the five verbs: go, sell, give, come, follow. This sounds almost like one of the healing stories of Jesus: “Get up from your bed, walk, and follow me.”
 
But the man could not do it. He could not release his grip on his wealth. He went slumping away.
 
What can we learn from this story? Jesus seems to be telling us that discipleship and money cannot be separated. The question the story raises is: What is the obstacle that keeps me from following Jesus? Is it money? I remember a quote from the old comedian W.C. Fields who said, “Money isn’t everything, but whatever is in second place is a long way behind.”
 
Money is not our salvation, our God. But we often act as if it is. We cling to it. We yearn for more. We can never seem to get enough. And then we want to hold on to it tightly. Last Sunday at our church luncheon meeting, Jere Judd, our Stewardship Chair, held up a tightly folded dollar bill, rolled up so tightly that we could not be sure what it was. Then he gradually un-rolled it and opened it. He made his point. We need to be more open about money. But often we’re clinging to it tightly like the rich man.
 
I confess that this story makes me squirm. I resist. I struggle over money. How much is enough? How much do I give away? And what do I do with Jesus, whom I call Lord. In the recent debate over the book Nickel and Dimed, we’ve heard the protests of those who say that the author, Barbara Ehrenreich, describes Jesus as a socialist, since he advocated helping the poor. In her written response, Ms. Ehrenreich said, “Concerning the charge that I said Jesus was a socialist, let me say that he was worse than that! He didn’t tell the rich man to give away only 10 percent or 20 percent. He told him to give everything to the poor.” 
(Paraphrased from Raleigh News and Observer)
 
I fear that the rich man got means and ends confused. He must have thought that his wealth was an end, but it really is a means. We have money not to hoard and to flaunt; we have money as a means to do God’s work. As one rabbi put it, “The material needs of my neighbor are my spiritual needs.” The use of money is first and foremost a spiritual matter. When we fill out a pledge card this fall to the church’s ministry, that act is a spiritual practice of the highest order; it is not just a donation, but an act of prayer. Otherwise, we will hold tight to our money and slump away from Jesus’ call.
 
How we use our money is part and parcel of our faith; it’s at the heart of being a disciple of Jesus. I have long loved the story of Eugene Lang, a wealthy businessman in New York. He was asked to give the graduation speech to 61 sixth graders in Harlem, all of them caught in poverty. He planned to make his speech and urge the kids to work hard, so they could be successful. But as he got up to speak, he suddenly changed his speech. He felt moved to tell these kids that if they would stay in school, he would pay the college tuition for every one in the class. The kids were stunned, but then they got excited. Five years later, those kids were in the 11th 
grade, and there were 52 of the 61 kids still living in Harlem. None of them had dropped out of school—in this area where the school dropout rate is very high. All of these 52 students are black or Hispanic, and all of them poor. They have gotten to know Mr. Lang, at his invitation, by stopping by his office. All 52 have gone to college because one man believed in them and sold a chunk of his wealth to give to the poor.
 
Go, sell, give, come, follow. Is money a hindrance, blocking us from following Jesus? 
We are called to see money as a means to do God’s work. We are called to give it away, as much as we can. 
 
After agonizing over this story, the least we can do is promise to struggle with these issues and release our tight grip on money. The question here is about money and discipleship; but it’s about more than that. Jesus wants to reach our heart. Once our heart is open, then our hands and pocketbooks will open too.
 
Unless we allow Jesus to reach our hearts, we too may leave the service and say, “Preacher, if they’d a-been here today, you’d a-told ‘em.”
 
Let us pray: Forgive us, God, for holding on too tightly to whatever keeps us from you. Open our hearts to see that money if first a spiritual matter, a means to serve you. May we be freed to give lavishly, to love openly, and to follow Jesus with glad courage. Amen.
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